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				Phoebe Fairbrother groaned as the light filtered through the tattered red brocade curtains. She had a head on fit to burst, and beside her George Wainwright was snoring like a pig, though that wasn’t what had woken her up. Something else had – a noise from the street. But it was George stopping her from falling back to sleep.

				‘Get out!’ She hit him with one of the stained satin pillows from her bed.

				‘Wha . . . ?’ He sat up, his hair comically rumpled on one side.

				‘I said get out! Nobody paid me for no board and lodging.’

				‘But, Phoebe darlin’—’

				‘You deaf? Get out!’

				She pulled the pillow over her head as he clumped around the room, pulling on his britches and boots, and then stomped crossly down the stairs to the street door. At last it was quiet and she rolled on to her back, trying to recapture the warm languorous dream she’d been having before she’d been woken – but just as she was slipping into unconsciousness it came again. A crack against the windowpane. This time there was a cry, a voice low and hoarse.

				‘Phoebe! You awake?’

				‘Oh shurrup!’ she groaned. But the rattle of stones came again and this time she got up, pulling the eiderdown around her shoulders, and marched angrily across to the window to fling it open. The sky above the rooftops was paling to grey, but in the narrow alley next to the pub she could see nothing but shadows and the small puddle of light beneath the gas lamp.

				‘You can eff off, whoever you are,’ she called. ‘We ain’t open.’

				‘Phoebe.’ A tall figure stepped into the light from the lamp post. His face was covered in soot but when he pulled off his cap the lamplight glinted off his straw-coloured hair.

				Phoebe’s mouth fell open.

				‘Luke Lexton? What the hell are you doing here?’

				‘I’m sorry it’s so early, Phoebes. Please let us in.’

				‘What’s happened?’

				‘Never mind that.’ He shivered into his greatcoat, his breath a cloud of white in the grey dawn light. ‘Let us in before we freeze.’

				She was halfway down the stairs before it occurred to her to wonder who ‘us’ was.

				Luke let the stones fall from his hand on to the pavement and stood, his arms wrapped around himself, trying to keep in the warmth. Something gusted in the light from the lamp and when he looked up he saw dark flecks against the brightness, like specks of ash in the draught from a fire. But it was not ash. It was snow.

				Then there was a sound and he turned back to the door.

				‘Bleedin’ thing,’ he heard, muffled from behind the wood. ‘Always did stick, the bastard. Give it a shove, Luke.’

				Luke put his boot to the foot of the door and pushed, until it gave suddenly, opening with a rush that tipped him into the narrow vestibule and almost into Phoebe’s arms.

				‘Oi, mind yourself,’ she said crossly, pushing him back and straightening her clothes. She was in a stained flowered tea gown, her face streaked with last night’s paint and her breath smelling of gin. Luke could have kissed her.

				‘Thank you, Phoebes, thank you. I—’

				‘Yes, all right, all right. Shut the door or you’ll let all the warmth out. You can tell me yer bleedin’-’eart story when you’re in front of the fire.’

				She made as if to close the door, but Luke put his hand out, stopping her.

				‘Wait. I’m . . .’ He took a breath. ‘I’m not alone. Rosa, come here.’

				She stepped forward out of the shadows, her face blue with cold and covered in soot and smuts, her grey silk gown still stinking of smoke and the match-factory chemicals. Her long red hair had come loose from its pins and tumbled down her back, full of ashes.

				‘What the—’ Phoebe looked amused at first, but then her mouth fell open. ‘What in Gawd’s name are you doing ’ere?’

				‘You know each other?’ Luke looked from one to the other. They looked so different – Rosa small and pinched with cold, Phoebe warm and golden and bold. But as they stared at each other they both did a strange thing; each let a hand creep to her throat. Luke recognized the gesture in Rosa; it was what she did when she was nervous, putting her hand to the locket her father had given her as a child, as if it could give her strength. But Phoebe?

				‘Yes, we know each other,’ Phoebe said shortly. She let her hand drop and pulled the tea gown tightly around herself, up to her throat. ‘She’s a lady. She can’t come in ’ere.’

				‘I have no choice.’ Rosa spoke for the first time, her voice hoarse with smoke and tiredness. ‘P-please. Look at m-me.’

				‘Darlin’,’ Phoebe’s face was hard, ‘let me spell it out for you: there’s only one kind of woman comes in ’ere, and it ain’t your kind. Understand? If you’re seen leavin’ here your reputation won’t be worth a bent farthing.’

				‘I know what you’re saying.’ Rosa stepped forward and her face was as hard as Phoebe’s. Luke saw her fist was clenched. ‘But we’re all f-f-fallen in one way or another. I don’t c-c-care about my reputation. Please, let me in before I f-freeze.’

				For a moment Phoebe hesitated. There was something behind her careless expression, something wary. Then she shrugged.

				‘Your funeral, love.’

				‘Thank you.’ Rosa pushed past her, into the dusty little parlour of the pub. The embers of a banked-up fire smouldered in the small grate, and Phoebe knelt in front of it for a moment, raking it apart and piling on more coal. Then she brushed her hands on the hearthrug and sat back on her heels.

				‘All right then. What’s going on? You two runnin’ away together?’ She didn’t laugh; the idea was too preposterous to need spelling out as a joke.

				Luke looked at Rosa and, for a moment, her gold-brown eyes held his. Then she looked away. He bit his lip.

				‘We’re in trouble.’

				‘I can see that,’ Phoebe said tartly. Her sharp eyes caught something, a flash in the dimness. ‘What’s that on your finger, love?’ She was across the room in a moment, her eyes wide. ‘Strewth, don’t tell me that’s real?’

				‘It’s real,’ Rosa said dully. She let Phoebe pick up her hand, turning it this way and that in the light of the fire, her face a mixture of grudging respect and plain envy.

				‘Good job you ‘ad gloves on when I met you last, love. If you’da walked through Spitalfields with that in plain view, you’d of lost more than your locket.’

				‘It won’t come off.’ Rosa pulled at the ring and for the first time Luke saw that the skin around it was red and swollen and beaded with blood. ‘See? They’d have had to cut off my finger to steal it.’

				‘There’s plenty wouldn’t let that stop ’em,’ Phoebe said shortly. ‘I’ll get the kettle from the bar and we can all have a brew.’

				As soon as she had gone through to the next room, Luke turned to Rosa.

				‘What did she mean about losing the locket?’

				‘Oh.’ Rosa’s hand went up to her throat again, and when she let it fall he saw that there was nothing there. The locket was gone.

				‘What happened?’ His voice came out harder than he’d meant it to, but she shook her head.

				‘Nothing, Luke. Please leave it.’

				‘What happened?’

				‘Nothing!’

				‘Phoebe?’ He moved to block the girl’s path as she came back into the room, the full kettle in one hand, tea caddy in the other.

				‘What?’ she asked, but Luke knew she must have heard his conversation with Rosa, and the expression on her face told him what he already knew. Reaching out, he pulled open the neck of Phoebe’s tea gown.

				There it was, hanging just below the hollow of her throat: Rosa’s locket.

				‘Gerroff!’ Phoebe shoved past him, banged the kettle down on the grate and pulled the tea gown closed. ‘I didn’t invite you in to paw at me, Luke Lexton.’

				‘Did you take her locket?’

				‘No, she give it me!’

				‘You liar!’

				‘It’s true!’

				‘I sold it to her.’ Rosa’s voice cut through their argument. ‘That’s quite true. It was fair exchange, Luke.’

				‘Exchange for what?’

				She bit her lip, looking at the floor, and he turned back to Phoebe.

				‘Exchange for what?’

				‘If you must know,’ Phoebe said huffily, ‘I told her where to find you. Took her there, in fact. And so what if I asked payment for my time? I’m a working girl, ain’t I? And she’s no friend of mine. If you wanted to see her so bad, you should’ve given her your address. You got a funny way of showing a girl you care, Luke Lexton.’

				‘Give it back to her,’ Luke said, through gritted teeth.

				‘No!’

				‘Give it back.’

				‘No.’ It was Rosa who spoke this time, quietly, but firmly. She put her burnt hand on Luke’s arm. He winced at the sight of it, swollen red from the fire. ‘No, it was fair exchange just as I said, Luke. I didn’t have to pay the price she asked.’

				‘There you go.’ Phoebe gave the fire a vicious poke and then walked to the door. ‘You heard her. I’m going up to change. You can sort your own tea out.’

				There was a silence after she’d gone. Rosa moved to huddle in the corner of the settle with her knees up, wrapping her skirts around her legs like a child. Luke stood, facing the fire, leaning against the mantelpiece and looking bitterly down into the flames. He was angry at them both – Phoebe for cheating Rosa out of her locket, Rosa for letting her. Most of all he was angry at himself for being the unwitting cause.

				‘Luke.’ Rosa’s voice cut through his thoughts. ‘What are we going to do?’

				‘I don’t know,’ he managed. He turned back to face her. She looked very small and pale sitting in the corner of the settle, her magic just a thin wisp of red-gold in the darkness. The firelight caught her hair and the ruby on her hand, sending back echoes of the flames. ‘We’ve got to get away. So we need horses. Or a horse at the least. And money.’

				Where could they find either? William had money – Luke thought of the iron box beneath the floorboard of his uncle’s room – but his heart failed at the thought of creeping in there while William was asleep and stealing his savings. And William had no horse. Could Rosa magick them up some money?

				No: he pushed the thought away. He refused to ask. It felt like stealing, and he would not ask a woman to do his dirty work for him.

				‘We could sell this.’ Rosa held out her hand, the ring glinting up at them. ‘If only I could get it off.’

				‘That’s not a bad idea . . .’ Luke said slowly. ‘It’s too conspicuous as it is. I could get it off at the forge. William has all the tools I’d need. But we’d have to be quick. He was out drinking last night so with luck he’ll be sleeping in today, but not for long.’

				The kettle gave an ear-splitting shriek and they both jumped. Luke moved to the grate, pulled off the kettle, spooned leaves into two cups and poured on the water. He passed a cup to Rosa and then drained his own.

				‘I’m sorry about the locket,’ he said gruffly, as he set his cup on the edge of the mantelpiece. The lees had made a strange flickery swirl in the bottom of the cup. They reminded him of flames.

				‘It’s all right,’ Rosa said. She put her hand to her pocket of her dress, feeling for something. ‘I’ve still got the portrait, that’s the main thing. The locket didn’t really matter. It was the memories.’

				‘Portrait?’

				She pulled it out, a little dirty scrap of paper, slightly sooty, cut oval to fit the shape of the locket. He took it in the palm of his hand, cradling it carefully as he turned it to the light of the fire, trying to see what it was. It was a child’s drawing of a man with large dark eyes and a full beard, the perspective a little skewed and the proportions wrong. But she had caught something in the expression, something kindly and perhaps a little sad.

				‘Who is it?’ he asked, but he knew, or thought he did, even before she answered.

				‘My papa. It doesn’t look much like him really. In fact, Alexis—’ She stopped.

				‘What?’

				‘Alexis said . . .’ She gave a short laugh, a little bitter. ‘He said that it reminded him of Charles Dickens crossed with a potato. But Papa liked it.’

				Luke said nothing as he looked down at the scrap. He had no portrait of his own father and mother, not even any memories, save that one earliest blur: of himself, a small boy crouched beneath the settle as their blood ran red down the walls and a hand crept towards him, feeling for the snake’s-head cane that had rolled across the floor through their pooling blood. The cane that he had last seen in Sebastian Knyvet’s hand as he leapt from the factory window to freedom . . .

				He could have followed. He could have followed and found out the truth about his parents and why they’d had to die. But instead he had turned back, for Rosa. He had chosen friendship over vengeance. And now it was too late.

				He handed the scrap back to Rosa and she took it and tucked it into her pocket.

				‘Ready?’ he asked.

				‘Ready,’ she said, and stood, looking as if she were steeling herself for something.

				‘Ready for what?’ Phoebe stood in the doorway. She had put fresh paint on her face and the locket hung defiantly between her breasts, above her knotted woollen shawl.

				‘Thank you for the tea,’ Rosa said. ‘We have to leave.’

				‘Ain’t you gonna tell me what all this is about?’

				‘I’m sorry.’ Luke took her hand. ‘I can’t explain. But thank you, Phoebes. You don’t know what you did for us. You might’ve saved our lives.’

				‘What is all this about, Luke?’ For the first time she looked alarmed. ‘You’re not joking, are you? Are you in some kind of trouble?’

				‘Yes. Bad trouble. Phoebe, if anyone comes asking for us – doesn’t matter if it’s Leadingham, even my uncle – you never saw us, right?’

				‘All right.’ She looked at him for a moment, her eyes worried, and then she leant forward and kissed him on the cheek, softly. ‘I dunno what you’ve got yourself mixed up in, but you take care of yourself, Luke.’

				‘Goodbye, Phoebes.’

				At the door she watched them go, biting her lip. They were halfway down the street when she called out, ‘Wait!’

				Luke turned as she came running down the alleyway towards them.

				‘What is it?’

				‘Here.’ She pulled at the shawl, yanking it off over her head, and pushed it towards Rosa. ‘Take this. Part-exchange for the locket, yeah?’

				For a minute Luke thought Rosa was going to refuse. Then she nodded and wrapped the shawl around her shoulders.

				‘All right. Thank you, Phoebe.’

				‘G’bye.’

				She watched them go, until the shadows closed around them all.
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				Luke probably didn’t mean to walk so fast, but his legs were longer than Rosa’s and he wasn’t hampered by skirts and petticoats. She found herself half running to keep up, a painful stitch in her side where her corsets pinched. She told herself she could keep up, that she wouldn’t beg, but at last, as he turned yet another corner in the dark and narrow maze of streets, she burst out, ‘For God’s sake, slow down!’

				He turned to look at her, his mouth open in surprise.

				‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean . . .’ He stopped, looking around. The quarter wasn’t yet busy, but there were people about. ‘I just . . .’

				He swallowed and then said almost under his breath. ‘The Malleus. The Brothers work these markets. We can’t afford to meet ’em. Any of them.’

				‘Will they recognize me?’

				‘Maybe. I don’t know.’ He looked at her appraisingly, as if trying to see her with a stranger’s eyes. Rosa hung her head. She could guess what she looked like, walking through the streets at dawn, with her head bare and her hair loose and her gown ripped and filthy.

				‘I must look like a tramp,’ she said bitterly. To her surprise, Luke’s worried face broke into a reluctant smile.

				‘You ain’t seen many then. Or not many East End ones. No, you don’t look like a tramp. But you don’t look quite like a lady either. No, no, that’s good,’ he added hastily at the sight of her expression. ‘They’ll be looking for a lady, for Sebastian Knyvet’s fiancée. Hang on a minute.’ He pulled her into a quiet doorway, away from passers-by, and then took hold of the shawl, pulling it up around her face, covering her bright hair. ‘Your gown’s ripped and sooty from the fire, but the cut’s too good, and these flounces are too fancy. We can’t do much about the cut but . . .’ Rosa felt a tug, there was a ripping sound and Luke let some torn silk and lace flutter to the ground. ‘If only we could do something about that bloody ring. Phoebe’s right. If anyone sees it and thinks it’s real . . .’

				‘I’ll hold the shawl like this.’ Rosa twined her left hand in the wool, hiding her fingers. ‘Is that better?’

				‘It’ll have to do. Just don’t let the shawl slip.’ He turned up the collar of his coat and huddled into his muffler. ‘Listen, is it all right . . . ?’ He stopped.

				‘What?’

				He stepped towards her. It was hard to see his expression above the scarf, but she could have sworn there was a flush on his cheek.

				‘It’d look better if . . . if we looked like . . . sweethearts. Like a married couple off somewhere.’ He was definitely blushing now; even in the thin winter dawn she could see his cheeks were scarlet. ‘I don’t want to be familiar, but . . . can I take your arm?’

				She wanted to laugh, it was so preposterous that he was worrying about such things at a time like this.

				‘Luke! Stop being ridiculous.’

				He flinched as if she’d slapped him and began to walk away, his head down. He was muttering something under his breath.

				‘. . . presumptuous . . . my place . . . servant . . .’

				‘Luke!’ She ran to catch up. ‘Luke! I meant of course you must take my arm. For heaven’s sake, staying alive is the only thing that matters. I don’t give a damn about presumption or anything else.’

				‘Really?’ He turned to face her, his expression doubtful above his tight-wound muffler.

				‘Really.’ She held out her arm and he took it, tucking her hand beneath his arm. He didn’t mean to, but she couldn’t suppress a gasp of pain as he crushed her burnt skin.

				He let go instantly.

				‘My God, your arm, Rosa. I forgot.’

				‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said, through gritted teeth. Then her racing heart slowed and she was able to smile through the stab of pain. ‘It’s all right. I’ll be able to heal it soon – when I’ve had some rest. Put your arm around my shoulders instead. It’ll look more natural.’

				For a moment he hesitated, and she was not certain if it was because he was unsure of himself, or of her. Then he did it, letting his arm rest stiffly across the nape of her neck, as if he was afraid to touch her.

				They began to walk, and slowly she felt his muscles relax, the weight of his arm began to rest on her shoulder, and he drew her into his side, as if they were a real couple.

				How easy to pretend, Rosa thought. To just go on, pretending that this is the truth, just two people walking home, and all the rest, Sebastian, and the Malleus, and the factory – if only all of that were the crazy impossible fantasy.

				‘What are we going to do?’ she asked again, as she had at the pub, but this time it was without curiosity, with a bleak hopelessness that didn’t expect an answer. ‘Sebastian will never let me go, I know that, Luke. He told me before he left, he would rather kill me than lose me.’

				‘He thinks you’re dead.’ Luke’s voice was low and steady, close to her ear. She felt his breath on her hair, through the shawl. ‘Remember that. He has no reason to think we survived the fire at the factory. There’ll be bodies enough to keep him puzzled for a while; I didn’t get everyone out. It’ll be a long time before anyone comes looking for us.’

				She didn’t believe him. An outwith might have been fooled – but not Sebastian. But she didn’t argue. Instead she felt Luke squeeze her shoulders, a rough, comforting gesture that made tears spring to her eyes.

				‘It’ll be all right, Rosa. We’ll get the ring off at the forge, and then we’ll sell it, and use the money to get a horse from somewhere. It’ll be all right, I promise.’

				His promise comforted her, not because she believed him, but because she knew he lied for her sake.

				The forge was still in darkness. There were no sparks coming from the chimney as they walked quietly up the lane. Luke lifted his arm from Rosa’s shoulders and put his finger to his lips as he lifted the latch of the gate and pulled it ajar, holding its weight so that the hinges wouldn’t squeal out and wake William.

				Rosa slipped through the gap into the cobbled yard, and Luke pulled the gate shut behind her, latching it so that no one would see the open gate and think the forge open. The snow was still falling and the cobbles were slick with ice as they crossed them carefully. Luke glanced up at his uncle’s window as they passed, but it was still dark. He had no watch, but it must be gone seven, and even when he was sleeping off a hangover William rarely slept past eight.

				Inside the forge he pulled the door shut against the cold and began to search through William’s tools. He laid the likeliest out on the bench – a narrow rasp, nippers, the smallest hacksaw . . . He and Rosa stood looking at them, and he could see the fear in Rosa’s face. He felt it himself, looking from the huge heavy tools down at her small hand, bloodied and dusted with soot.

				‘It’s not going to work,’ he said at last. ‘William’s got nothing small enough. We need a goldsmith’s tools, not these.’

				‘Try,’ she said. ‘At least try.’

				With a sick heart he picked up the nippers and tried to angle them to pinch just the gold band of the ring, keeping clear of the skin of her finger, but it was nearly impossible. They were too large and too heavy, and the ring dug so tightly into Rosa’s finger that he couldn’t get a purchase on the metal without pinching her flesh. At last he thought he had it, and began to tighten, gently, and then harder.

				‘Stop!’ she screamed, and he let the nippers clatter to the floor. There was sweat on her forehead, sticking the red-gold hair to her face. She closed her eyes. Blood was running down her finger. ‘No, take no notice of me,’ she said, her voice shaking. ‘Try again.’

				‘No.’ Sickness rose in Luke’s throat, the sight of her blood turning his stomach. ‘No, I won’t.’

				‘Coward,’ she said bitterly, and Luke’s stomach clenched as if he’d been punched.

				‘What did you say?’ His voice came out louder and more dangerous than he’d meant. ‘If you were a man, I’d—’

				He broke off, suddenly hot with shame. Had it come to this, that he was so afraid of his own cowardice that he was reduced to shouting threats at an injured girl? Not just a coward, but a bully too. At least Knyvet, loathsome though he was, was brave in his own way.

				‘I’m sorry.’ He couldn’t bear to look at her as he walked back to the tool rack to put them away, avoiding her gaze. ‘I didn’t mean—’

				‘It’s tightened,’ she said in a small voice, breaking into his stumbling apology. ‘That was why I screamed. It wasn’t the cut – I could have stood that. But the ring – when you tried to clip it off, it tightened.’

				‘What?’ He moved across the forge and snatched up her hand. She was right. The ring, previously just too narrow to get past her knuckle, but loose enough to turn, was now so tight he couldn’t move it, though her skin was slick with blood. ‘Are you sure? Couldn’t it just be your finger’s swollen?’

				She shook her head.

				‘My finger’s been swollen ever since I tried to take it off yesterday. That’s not it – this is different. I felt it tighten when you tried to clip it. It was like it . . . knew.’

				They looked at each other, and Luke saw his own fear and doubt reflected back in her eyes. He opened his mouth, trying to think of something to say that would reassure her, something that would get them out of this unholy mess – when he heard a noise in the yard. He stiffened and then, as the forge door latch began to rattle, he pushed her roughly down behind the big stone hearth and stood in front of her, his heart banging in his throat, waiting to see who would come through the door.

				It was William’s voice he heard as the door began to swing open.

				‘Whoever you are, messin’ about in my forge, I’ll have your – eh?’

				William stood in the doorway, his hair rumpled from his bed, his boots on beneath his nightgown.

				‘Luke! What are you doing here at sparrow fart, lad? I thought you were abed.’

				‘I couldn’t sleep.’ It was almost true, after all. He hadn’t slept, though in truth he hadn’t had the chance.

				‘But . . .’ William took a step forward into the forge, towards where Rosa was hiding. Luke held his breath and prayed. ‘Your coat, it’s all charred and burnt. What happened? Were you in a fire? You stink of smoke . . . and summat else. Where’ve you bin?’

				‘I’ve been to the Cock Tavern.’ That was true too, but it was not the truth. ‘There was a fight.’ Another truth, another twist. ‘I got pushed into a street brazier, boy selling chestnuts.’ Lies. He felt sick with deception.

				‘But your skull, lad! You shouldn’t be drinking and brawling. You’re not two days out of bed!’

				‘I know.’ Luke clenched his fingers inside his coat pockets, begging William in his head to leave, begging him to go and stop asking questions. He could hear Rosa’s stifled breathing behind him, and from the corner of his eye he could see the shift and swirl of her magic. Please leave . . .

				William shook his head. He turned on his heel and Luke held his breath. Then just as William reached the door he turned back.

				‘Lad, listen.’ He came back across the cobbled floor towards Luke. Luke held his breath. Any second now he was going to come round the corner of the forge hearth and he would see Rosa and it would all be over. Behind him he heard Rosa’s panicked gasp and knew she knew this too – he felt her magic flare up like a fire in a draught, knew that she was gathering herself together, readying herself to cast—

				‘No!’ He swung round, took a step backwards to put himself between her and William. ‘No! Rosa, don’t – not William.’

				There was a sudden, perfect silence. A silence so complete he could hear the wind in the chimney, and then Rosa’s skirts rustled and she stood, in full view of William.

				William’s mouth dropped open.

				For a minute none of them said anything, then William gave a great guffaw.

				‘You were with a girl last night? That’s what all this secrecy was about?’

				Luke bit his lip, wondering if he could stand here barefaced and carry off the lie, pretend that Rosa was a tavern girl. But it would be all over as soon as she opened her mouth. She might not look much of a lady at the moment, but she still sounded like one.

				‘What’s your name, love?’ William was asking Rosa. ‘Rosie, did he say?’

				Before Luke could stop her, before he could jump in with a false name that would protect them both, she answered, her voice as clear and grave as if she were giving evidence against him.

				‘Rosa. Rosa Greenwood.’

				For a moment William didn’t connect the dots. He stood, his brow furrowed. Luke could almost hear the ticking of his thoughts: Heard that name somewhere . . . not a local . . .

				Then the penny dropped. Luke could see it, to the very second. His uncle’s face went ashen and he looked from Luke, to Rosa, and then back again with a kind of horror.

				‘My God, it’s her. It’s the witch!’

				‘Yes.’ It was all Luke could say. There was no point in lying any longer – it was much too late.

				‘Are you mad?’ William spoke in a kind of screaming whisper. ‘Why in hell’s name did you bring her here? You can’t do the job here, Luke. We’ll all be for the chop.’

				For a minute Luke was too surprised to speak – then he almost laughed. After all this, after everything that had happened, William still thought he was going to do it. He felt as if his treachery were written on his face – and yet even William hadn’t guessed the truth of it. He had no idea of the depth of Luke’s betrayal.

				‘I’m not going to kill her,’ he said. He felt light with the relief of speaking the truth, and dizzy with the stupidity of saying it aloud. ‘I can’t.’

				‘She’s bewitched you.’ William spoke hoarsely. He was backing away towards the door, trying to put distance between himself and Rosa, his eyes flicking between her and Luke as if she were a tiger in the corner of the forge, not a frightened, injured girl. ‘That concussion, I knew it weren’t natural. She’s addled your head, Luke. Think, man! Think what this’ll mean – to you, to the Brotherhood. Her life or yours, Luke. Her life or yours!’

				‘She hasn’t bewitched me,’ Luke said impatiently. He took a step forward, towards William, holding his hand out pleadingly. ‘Come on, Uncle. You can see it’s me, for God’s sake! Do I look bewitched? I tried to do it, not once but twice, God forgive me, and it nearly killed me. I tried to tell you what it was like when I came back to the forge that time – I’m not a murderer.’

				‘But why in God’s name did you bring her here?’ William groaned.

				‘I didn’t bring her – she came for me, and d’you know why? To tell me her fiancé, Sebastian Knyvet, was enslaving men and women and girls at his match factory off Brick Lane, and to ask for my help. And I turned her away with a curse and a threat to kill her. She could have gone home and left them there to rot, but she didn’t. She went back to free them herself, and got half killed in the process. Look at her!’

				He didn’t say the rest: that he’d not only spared Rosa but had let Knyvet go – and with him the truth about Luke’s parents’ death. He’d turned away and gone back for Rosa. He had chosen her.

				‘She’s been chosen!’ William hissed, echoing his thoughts so strangely that Luke flinched. ‘God’s chosen her to die, Luke! And I’ll not lose you for—’

				‘God didn’t choose her,’ Luke broke in roughly. ‘I did. I stabbed that bloody pin. I picked her name. If God had anything to do with it, maybe it was to show me the madness of what we’re doing. Killing people because of their birthright? Men should be punished for their deeds, not for something they can’t help!’

				‘Her life or yours!’ William shouted.

				‘I don’t care!’ Luke bellowed back, the veins in his throat standing out. He slammed his fist down on the anvil, his face dark with anger. ‘I don’t care,’ he said more quietly. ‘I don’t believe it anyway – I know it’s what they say, but I don’t believe they’d do it. What, men who’ve known me since I was a nipper? Send me to the dogs because I wouldn’t kill a girl half my size?’

				But William was shaking his head.

				‘Don’t mistake the Brothers, Luke. They’d do it all right. Remember Ethan Wilder? Tall lad, skinny, apprentice at the printworks in the city?’

				Luke nodded, remembering a lanky figure from his childhood, a shy lad with peach-down cheeks that burnt rose-red when he blushed.

				‘Yes, I remember him. What of it?’

				‘He boasted of it, of the Malleus. Told a man at the works he’d been taken into the Brotherhood. Not a witch – no one who mattered, but that wasn’t the point. He’d broken the oath of silence.’

				‘And?’ An uneasy coldness pooled in the pit of his stomach.

				‘They took his tongue. Cut it out at the root.’

				‘Who?’ Luke’s voice caught hoarsely, as if there was smoke in his throat, but the air was clear.

				‘Never you mind who. But I was there. I helped hold him down, God forgive me, though I didn’t wield the knife. He was a boy like you, no older. And he didn’t do the half of what you’re proposing. You’ve not just failed in your task, you’ve turned – you’ve turned . . .’ His voice cracked and he turned away, scrubbing at his face in an agony.

				‘Traitor,’ Luke finished dully. ‘A traitor to the Brotherhood.’

				‘Kill her, Luke,’ William begged, as though Rosa couldn’t hear, as though she wasn’t huddled against the wall just feet away, her eyes wide and dark with fear. ‘Do it now and this can all be over. Think of your parents, man! They’d be turning in their graves if they knew.’

				‘I won’t do it!’ Luke cried. William’s words were almost more than he could bear. ‘Don’t ask me again, William. Now, get out of my way – or would you rather I knocked you down? At least then you can tell the Brotherhood you were overpowered.’

				‘No!’ William’s voice cracked and he held out one large hand to Luke, pleadingly. But Luke looked away, held his arm out towards Rosa.

				‘Come on, R-Rosa.’ He stumbled over her name. It still felt so strange saying it, stranger still in front of William.

				She nodded, her expression still full of shock, and they moved together towards the forge doorway. For a heart-racing moment, Luke thought that William was going to bar their way – he stood in the doorway, his big frame blocking it, his hands hanging helpless by his side. But as they drew close he seemed to flinch from the sight of Rosa, and he fell back as they walked out into the snow-dusted courtyard.

				‘Keep walking,’ Luke said in a low voice. ‘Don’t be afraid.’

				‘I’m not afraid,’ she said fiercely, but he could tell it was a lie. Luke flung a quick glance over his shoulder as they reached the gate to the lane.

				‘It’s all right. He’s gone back into the forge.’ He doesn’t want to watch me go . . .

				He pulled at the gate latch with fingers that were suddenly numb and cold. The metal tongue had frozen to the catch and he had to drop Rosa’s hand to wrestle with it. It sprang free with a bang, and he was about to yank open the gate and walk through when some other sound made them both turn.

				William was standing in the doorway of the forge, a pistol in his hand.

				Rosa’s eyes widened and she crouched instinctively, like an animal going to ground, making itself the smallest target it could.

				‘No!’ Luke bellowed. He flung himself at Rosa and at the same time there was a deafening crack, and he felt a thump in his shoulder as if he’d been punched. He gasped, and William cried out, a terrible cry.

				‘Luke!’

				‘Oh my God!’ Rosa leapt to her feet, her hands feeling for his shoulder, but he pulled away, dizzy and staggering, shaking his head.

				‘I’m all right, I’m all right,’ he gasped. But he was not. He could feel he was not. The pain was spreading like a pool of fire across his shoulder and down his arm.

				‘Luke!’ William cried again. He let the pistol fall from his hand, his face white and bloodless. ‘I never meant—’

				‘No, you meant to kill her, not me,’ Luke managed. He steadied himself on the gatepost. He felt sick and dizzy, and he thought he might fall. Pain raced up and down his arm with every heartbeat.

				‘I only thought—’

				‘Goodbye, Uncle.’ He took Rosa’s arm and together they walked through the gate, letting it slam behind them with a crash to wake the dead.
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				In spite of Rosa’s pleas, Luke wouldn’t stop but carried on doggedly up the lane and into the street. At last, a hundred yards away from the forge, he turned into a narrow alley between two warehouses and slumped against a wall, feeling the sweat prickling his skin in spite of the cold air. Rosa began to pull back the thick, blood-wet fabric of the greatcoat, searching for the wound.

				‘It’s all right,’ he said dully, as she peeled back his muffler and then his coat. The blood steamed in the cold air, mingling with her short quick breaths. ‘I can feel it’s all right. I can move my arm. Must have missed.’

				‘It didn’t miss,’ she snapped furiously. Her cheeks were scarlet with some strong emotion – anger, or perhaps fear. Her magic crackled. ‘You’re covered in blood.’

				‘Missed anything important.’ He thought of John Leadingham’s lessons on killing a witch. Aim for an artery or a vital organ. Spleen, kidney, carotid, femoral – not the lung or the heart: too many ribs to get through. Failing that, a tendon that could incapacitate long enough for you to get away.

				At last she had his shirt unbuttoned and pulled back to the skin, and he craned round, looking at the damage. As he’d thought, it was nothing like as bad as William must have feared. The bullet had torn a shallow furrow along his bicep, but it’d heal.

				Rosa was looking at it, her brows furrowed in concentration, and for a minute he didn’t understand what she was doing. Then he saw her lips move, and felt the hot tingle of her magic rush through his muscles like a drug.

				‘Stop it!’ He began to struggle in her grasp, but she hung on, digging her nails into his bare skin and the material of his coat. ‘I don’t want your magic!’

				‘Stop cutting off your nose to spite your face!’ Rosa cried. With a great effort he twisted himself out of her grasp with a wrench that sent her stumbling to her hands and knees in the alley. But when she looked up she was smiling, and as he pulled his shirt roughly back over his shoulder he could feel the skin was whole again.

				‘Damn you! Don’t ever do that to me again!’

				‘Why not? What’s wrong with it, Luke?’

				‘It’s not—’ He stopped, struggling for words, his breath coming fast and white in the still air of the alleyway. Then a small fox-faced boy came down the street, kicking a stone in front of him, and stopped to look at them.

				‘Bit early for a lovers’ tiff, ain’t it?’

				‘Shut up and mind your own business,’ Luke growled.

				‘Gissa penny and I’ll leave you alone,’ the boy said with a grin.

				‘I said, get lost!’

				‘Farthing?’ the boy called, dodging the stone Luke threw at him, and then he ran off up the alleyway. ‘A’right, I’ll settle for a kiss!’ he shouted out as he rounded the corner. Luke couldn’t stop a smile from twitching at the corner of his mouth, and somehow, as he buttoned his coat, the blood sticky beneath his fingers, he couldn’t find his anger of a moment before, only a ghost of it.

				‘I’m sorry,’ Rosa said quietly as they began to walk back towards the main street. ‘But you let me save you in the factory, Luke. Why is this any different?’

				‘Because . . .’ But he trailed off. Why was it different? Because he had been about to die when he fell through the factory floor? Because, in that instant, he didn’t care whether he was saved by Rosa’s magic, or divine intervention, or a fairy godmother – he just wanted to live? He couldn’t answer. He just knew that it felt different, and that to sit there, helpless, consenting, as her magic burrowed into his skin was too much, too intimate. ‘Because I didn’t need saving this time,’ he managed at last. ‘I would’ve healed.’

				‘Maybe,’ was all she said. They walked in silence until at last Rosa asked, ‘Where are we going, Luke?’

				‘I don’t know. Far away from here. We need a horse. Unless we can get enough money for a train ticket.’

				‘No,’ she said with certainty. ‘Not a train. When they find out I’ve gone they’ll ask at the train stations, and if the ticket office remember us, they’ll know exactly where we went, and when we get there we’ll be sitting ducks without any transport. No, a horse is better. With a horse, we could be anywhere.’

				‘Well then, we need a horse. And the only horse I can think of . . .’

				‘Brimstone.’ Her face was pale. ‘Or the carriage horses. That’s what you’re thinking, isn’t it? Oh God, Luke, I don’t know if I can do it. I don’t know if I can go back there. What if they see me? What if Sebastian—’

				‘I’ll go. You can wait in the park.’

				‘No – if the servants see you . . . they know you’ve been turned off. Oh God.’ She put her hands to her face and he saw the ruby give a flash of fire.

				‘Cover that up!’ Luke said urgently, and Rosa gave an exclamation of frustration and thrust her hand inside her shawl. ‘Look,’ he said more quietly, ‘we’ll wait until dark, then go round by the mews. No one will hear us.’

				‘But they’ve engaged another groom already, and he’s sleeping above the stable. Mama was spending money like water on the promise of my marriage to Sebastian. No, I must go. I can make myself invisible if the worst comes to it.’

				‘But will that work against a witch?’

				She flinched, and he said, ‘What’s the matter? Did I say something wrong?’

				‘It’s that word,’ she said quietly. ‘W-witch. It’s not . . . not polite.’

				‘What do you call yourselves then?’

				‘Nothing. What do you call yourselves? Normal. We call your kind “outwith”, do you know that?’

				‘No.’ He felt again as if he’d fallen down a rabbit hole. ‘At least – I think I heard Sebastian call me that, once. I thought it was an insult.’

				‘It’s not insulting,’ she said slowly. ‘Although he might have meant it that way. It’s just . . . the word we use to describe someone without magic. But to answer your question, it’s complicated. Another, well, someone like me – we can see through a spell an outwith might not be able to penetrate. But we would have to try. We would have to notice that the spell was there in order to break through it. I suppose it’s a bit like being a confidence trickster. Maybe you’re more likely to see through a deception because you know how it’s worked, but that doesn’t make you infallible, it doesn’t mean you’ll never be duped yourself.’

				‘So – you’re less likely to get caught, but it’s not impossible?’

				‘Yes.’

				‘But if they catch you . . .’

				‘I don’t know.’ Her voice was bleak. ‘I don’t think Sebastian will let me go. I know what he did at the factory. I could give evidence against him. And my mother and brother will be bankrupt without this marriage. I think they would force me into it, or try to.’

				‘No one can force you to marry!’ Luke burst out angrily. ‘This isn’t the Middle Ages, Rosa!’

				‘It’s not that simple,’ Rosa said. Her face was tight, her lips pressed together. When she spoke again her words were clipped. ‘I’ve had no choices, no freedom, Luke. Not ever. It’s not like I can earn a living – I have nothing but what Alexis and my mother give me – whether that’s food, or clothes, or freedom.’

				‘But no one can make you say, “I do”!’

				‘Oh really?’ She looked at him, her small pale face full of a weary kind of anger. Luke shook his head, ready to argue his point, but found his head was no longer shaking but nodding. He opened his mouth to tell her to stop, to shout at her for playing with his mind like this, and he found his unwilling lips forming words that were not his own.

				‘I . . . do . . .’ It came out like a strangled gasp, through lips that were stiff and teeth clenched together, but they were unmistakably words. Then, abruptly, she loosed the spell.

				‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘That was cheap and cruel. But you see what I mean.’

				He shuddered, but still his mind refused to accept it.

				‘But you’re a witch! You could fight them – fight the spell.’

				‘I have magic, yes.’ Rosa pulled the shawl tighter around her shoulders. ‘But I’m not particularly strong.’

				‘You’re stronger than Alexis.’ He said it with certainty, remembering Rosa’s dazzling blaze of fire, compared to Alexis’s weak green haze.

				‘Yes.’ There was no boasting in Rosa’s voice, just a statement of fact. ‘But there’s Mama too – I cannot fight them if they work together against me. This marriage is vital to them both. For her it’s her fortune, but for him it’s something more – it’s his future, it’s power and influence. And in any case, none of that would matter if Sebastian took their side. I was never able to best him, even as a girl, and he’s only got stronger.’ She shuddered again, suddenly, convulsively. ‘Since his father died – I don’t understand it, Luke. No one should have power like he does. It’s like a hurricane.’

				Luke thought back to the black swirling cloud of hate that he had seen in the warehouse, before Sebastian jumped. Yes. He could see how no one could fight that. The thought of drowning in that darkness . . .

				‘We must be quick,’ he said stubbornly. ‘And careful. That’s all. And once we have a horse we can be out of London in a few hours.’

				‘But what about money? Even if we could get this ring off, would we be able to sell it? Wouldn’t they think we’d stolen it? I don’t exactly look like the kind of woman who wears a ruby ring any more.’

				Luke bit his lip. It was true. And worse – it would draw attention to them. Even if they found someone shady enough to give them money for the ring, it wouldn’t be a fair price, and it would more than likely set Sebastian on their trail.

				‘Can’t you magic some up?’ he asked crossly, hating to ask. But she shook her head. ‘Why not? Not now, I mean, I know you’re tired, but later . . .’

				‘It’s not that simple,’ she said again. Her face looked pinched and tired. ‘Look, there’s two ways of creating something like money. Either you do it for real – change the real, base nature of the elements – and that’s very difficult magic: alchemy, it’s called. You need to be very strong and very practised and it can go horribly wrong.’

				‘Wrong?’ Luke echoed. ‘How?’

				‘Think of Midas,’ Rosa said shortly. ‘Once you start changing things, it’s not always easy to know when to stop, how to stop.’

				‘And the other way?’

				‘Illusory magic. You don’t really change boot buttons to sovereigns, you just make the shopkeeper think it’s a sovereign in his hand. But that’s dangerous in its own way too.’

				‘How?’

				‘Because the illusion can only hold as long as the spell holds – as long as I concentrate on keeping it up. So I can make you think I have a bacon roll in my hand . . .’

				He blinked, and suddenly there was a bacon roll on her outstretched palm. He reached out for it, but it felt wrong in his grip – thin, insubstantial – and when he sniffed it, it didn’t smell of bacon, but like the memory of bacon – an ersatz nondescript savouriness. It was like food in a dream. As he watched, Rosa exhaled and the roll dissolved into nothing, leaving him grasping at air.

				‘It’s dangerous because it’s very obvious,’ she said regretfully. ‘If we walk away and the innkeeper finds he’s holding dried leaves instead of banknotes, how long do you think before he comes after us? And how long until the story spreads – back to Sebastian, or back to your kind?’

				Luke nodded, a bitter resignation spreading through his bones. It seemed as though witchcraft should be good for something at least. And yet Rosa, in her own way, was as powerless as him.

				‘Clemency . . .’ Rosa’s voice broke into his thoughts.

				‘What?’

				‘Clemency. My friend, Clemency. She has money. And she might—’

				‘No.’ Luke cut across her furiously. ‘We can’t trust her!’

				‘Because she’s a witch? Is that it?’

				‘No, because . . .’ Because she’s a toff – one of them, was what he’d been about to say. But wasn’t Rosa one of them too?

				‘Look.’ She grabbed his arm. ‘I let you take me to that place, that pub. You vouched for Phoebe and I trusted you. Won’t you trust my word on Clemency? Luke, she won’t betray us, I promise.’

				He took a deep breath – held it – counted to ten while he thought. Then he let it out with a gusting sigh.

				‘All right. It’s your funeral.’

				‘I hope it won’t come to that for either of us,’ Rosa said, with slight acidity. Then she pulled her shawl around her shoulders and stood up straighter. ‘Let’s get walking.’

				God, it was a long way. What made it worse was that Luke seemed immune to it. He never complained, never stumbled over piles of rubbish on the pavement, never slipped into a puddle of filth. He just strode beside her, not panting, not grumbling, but walking tirelessly. At Covent Garden he took her arm to forge a path through the throngs – it had seemed as if they would be stuck for ever in the shifting mass of traders and carts. Rosa let herself be pulled in his wake as he shoved and pushed with one shoulder, ramming through the tight-packed crowd. After that he kept hold of her arm, tugging her along, helping her to keep pace.

				Even so, Rosa’s feet in their tight-buttoned boots were crying out, and her free arm throbbed painfully. It was too bad that she had spent all her magic healing Luke’s shoulder. Not that he was grateful for it, she reflected bitterly as they crossed Piccadilly. She should have saved her energy and healed her own skin first. Now she would be lucky if it didn’t scar.

				She thought again of the smooth pale skin of his shoulder, the veins blue beneath the glaze of blood, the muscles shifting and tense as he strove to pull away, and the soft brush of hair beneath his arm. She could not remember ever having touched a man’s naked body before. She had seen boys, of course: Alexis and his friends bathing in the lake, and once, as she spied through her bedroom curtains, Luke himself stripped to the waist and bathing beneath the pump in the yard. But touching a full-grown man so confidently, so intimately? That, never. The thought of what she had done – stripping back Luke’s clothes even as he struggled away from her – both amazed and appalled her. Where had she found the courage?

				Luke didn’t speak as they tramped across London, and for that she was grateful. Other men would have made solicitous small talk, remarked on the weather, the crowds, the likelihood of rain. Not Luke. He walked in silence, his arm firm beneath hers, just glancing at her from time to time to make sure she was keeping up. And she herself had no breath to spare for chat.

				At last they passed Fortnum and Mason’s and she was able to let out a sigh of relief. Not far to Clemency’s now. Pray God that Philip would be at the Ealdwitan for business. The thought gave her sudden pause and she stopped.

				‘Luke.’

				‘Yes?’

				‘Clemency is married.’

				She waited for him to respond, but he did not, and she was forced to continue. ‘I trust her, but not her husband. He is a member of the Ealdwitan, our ruling council, and he reports to Sebastian. What shall we do?’

				Luke thought, still in silence. Then, just as she was about to prod him in despair, he said, ‘Well, we’ll have to find out if he’s home. The servants would recognize you, right?’

				‘Yes.’

				‘So I’ll have to ask.’

				‘Yes, but, Luke, they’ll tell you he’s not home anyway. He’s not going to come to the door for a—’ She stopped, not wanting to wound him, but she could see he understood. It was a part of his life as much as hers, after all. He had had eighteen years to get used to her class looking down on his.

				‘No . . . he won’t come to the door for a stable-hand, but I don’t need to see him.’ He began to walk again, and they continued in silence up Piccadilly until they reached the turn-off for Clemency’s house.

				‘Left here,’ Rosa said, and then, as they rounded the corner, ‘the third house on the right is Clemency’s – the one with the rhododendrons in the front.’

				‘Stay here,’ Luke said. He dropped her arm.

				‘What are you doing?’

				‘Going to find out if her husband’s there – what’s his name, by the way?’

				‘Philip. Philip Catesby. But, Luke—’

				But he had already gone up the road, knocking on the big polished front door.

				Rosa flattened herself against the railings, her heart in her mouth, and listened as a maid opened the door. She heard Luke’s murmuring voice and the maid’s tart response.

				‘No, he ain’t at home to the likes of you. And next time, come to the tradesmen’s entrance.’

				Rosa watched through the rhododendron leaves as Luke pulled off his cap, his straw-coloured hair tumbling over his forehead, and smiled at the girl.

				‘Sorry, miss,’ she heard. ‘I’ll know for next time. It was only I had a message for him, from Mr Greenwood.’

				‘Well, he’s down at his office,’ the girl said, mollified. She brushed an imaginary speck of dust off her white apron. ‘If you fancy coming back later, he’ll be here around four. Or you can leave a note.’

				‘Not to worry,’ Luke said. He flashed another smile and a dimple appeared in his cheek. ‘But I might take the excuse to come back if I thought I’d get a smile from you. Think you could manage one before I go?’

				‘Oi, cheeky!’ the girl said indignantly. But she was smiling, looking at him under her lashes as she shut the door.

				So Luke could flirt! Who would have thought it – silent, taciturn Luke. Rosa watched through the leaves as he came back down the path, the smile gone from his face, his expression serious again.

				‘He’s out, did you hear?’

				‘Yes.’ The question only remained, was Clemency? There was only one way to find out. ‘You’d better wait here while I go and speak to Clemency.’

				‘All right.’ He bit his lip, looking down at her, the dimple buried as if it had never been. ‘Be careful.’

				‘I will be.’

				Her heart was pounding as she went up the path to the front door, where Luke had knocked only a moment before. She plied the knocker again and heard the girl’s footsteps.

				‘I told you,’ she heard as the girl opened the door, ‘smile or no smile, it’s the tradesmen’s— Oh! Who’re you?’

				‘I’d like to see your mistress,’ Rosa said. The girl frowned, taking in her shabby, burnt clothes and cheap shawl, but puzzled by her accent. ‘Mrs Catesby. Is she at home?’

				‘Not to you.’ The girl came down with a thump on the side of suspicion and folded her arms. ‘What of it?’

				‘I don’t want any of this “not at home”,’ Rosa said impatiently. ‘If she’s here, she’ll be at home to me. I’m an old friend.’

				‘Oh really!’ The girl raised one over-plucked eyebrow. ‘Queen of Sheba, are we?’

				‘If you don’t go and get your mistress immediately,’ Rosa hissed, ‘I’ll see to it that you’re sacked. Tell her Miss Greenwood is at the door and you’ve kept her waiting by refusing to pass on a message. Look.’ She fumbled in the pocket in her skirt and pulled out a card – smudged and sooty round the edges – bearing the name ‘Miss Rosa Greenwood’. The girl looked down at it, chewing her lip, and seemed to make up her mind.

				‘Wait here,’ she said haughtily, and shut the door in Rosa’s face. When she opened it again it was with a slightly sour expression. ‘You’d better come this way.’

				Rosa followed her down the hallway into the drawing room, where Clemency was sitting on an overstuffed sofa. She had a needle and thread in her hand, but she flung down the embroidery hoop at the sight of Rosa and hurried across the silk Turkey rug with her hands outstretched.

				‘Rosa! My God, what’s happened to you? That’s all right, Millie,’ she added to the maid. ‘You can go.’ As the girl withdrew reluctantly, she turned back to Rosa. ‘When Millie said there was a shabby woman at the door with your card I didn’t know what to think. Rosa, are you all right?’

				‘No.’ Her chin began to wobble at the sight of Clemency, so normal and so concerned. ‘No, I’m not all right. Oh, Clemency, we’re in such trouble – I didn’t know where to turn.’

				‘We?’ Clemency took Rosa’s hand and tried to lead her across to an armchair. ‘Who’s “we”? Sit down, for pity’s sake, Rosa. I’ll call for tea.’

				‘No, I can’t stay, and I can’t sit, I’ll ruin your chair.’

				‘Damn the chair!’ Clemency said. Her plump, comfortable face was anxious. ‘Rosa, please tell me what’s happened? Your dress – it’s all burnt! Where’s your hat? And where in heaven’s name did you get that horrible shawl? It looks like a dishrag!’

				‘It was Sebastian—’ Rosa began, but she couldn’t finish. Suddenly the strain, not just of the night, but of the past days and weeks, seemed to well up inside her and she found she was sobbing. Clemency pushed her to a chair and forced her to sit, and somehow Rosa found the whole tale spilling out – how she had agreed to marry Sebastian against her better judgement, in spite of her growing fear of him, and how Luke had caught her crying in the stable after she had become engaged, and they had ended up kissing.

				‘Sebastian walked in on us,’ she said, wiping her nose with her sleeve. Nothing could make the dress more soiled than it already was. ‘And, oh, Clemency, he was so angry. He . . . he beat me. And he must have beat Luke, although I didn’t see that.’

				Clemency said nothing, but Rosa could see the thoughts flitting across her face, her sympathy for Rosa mixed with revulsion at the idea of kissing an outwith and a servant, and with the thought that any man of pride might have lashed out if he caught his new fiancée in the arms of a stable-hand.

				‘I thought he would break it off,’ Rosa continued, her voice low and hoarse. ‘The engagement. But he didn’t. And I realized that somehow the whole episode had only made him want me more. I never thought a man would want a woman who didn’t love him, but, oh, Clemmie – it was as if the more I hated him, the more he was excited by it, and the more he had to have me. Does this make any kind of sense to you?’

				‘I’m not sure,’ Clemency said. Her blue eyes were fixed on Rosa, her rosebud lips were tight, reserving judgement. ‘Perhaps. Some men are creatures of strange tastes, that much I know, and I can see that perhaps your . . . indiscretion, let’s call it – might have hurt his pride and made him more determined to hold on to you. But that doesn’t explain all this . . . What happened with your dress?’

				‘Luke was turned off, when we got back to London, of course,’ Rosa gulped, and Clemency nodded.

				‘Of course.’

				‘I was trapped. If I broke it off with Sebastian he would expose me, and worse, he would very probably take his revenge on Luke. And I felt so guilty – it seemed to me that if Sebastian were prepared to forgive me, shouldn’t I be able to forgive him? So I tried to carry on, I tried to be a good fiancée and take an interest in his family’s work and their charitable concerns. So I went to the East End, to his factory, and – oh, Clemency, what I found . . .’ She broke off, reliving again the horror of those dimly lit rooms, glowing with the ghostly luminescence of the phosphorus, and the men and women and children with their faces eaten away by the chemicals. She remembered the smell of it – flesh and bone liquefying into a stinking, oozing putrefaction. ‘They were dying, Clemmie. The outwith workers. There was no way they could have stayed in that poisonous place willingly. They were drugged with magic – chained there – like slaves.’

				Clemency bit her lip. Her face was very still, very serious.

				‘So what did you do?’

				‘I tried to persuade them to leave, but they wouldn’t listen to me. The charms were too strong – I don’t know how, but they were like iron, far stronger than I could break. I pleaded but they just ignored me and carried on. And then I recognized one of the workers – a girl. She was a friend of Luke’s. And I thought if I went and got him, he might be able to help, she might listen to him, if not me. But . . . ’ She stopped.

				This was the one part she must not tell Clemency. She could betray her own secrets, but not Luke’s. Luke’s identity as one of the Malleus Maleficorum must remain secret at all costs, even from Clemency, or they were both dead. Clemency would never agree to help them if she knew. And there was also the cold immutability of a fact that she had not yet quite faced: Luke had been tasked to kill her and, though his nerve had failed him at the last moment, he had tried to carry that task out. She did not know if she would ever be able to forget the sight of him raising the hammer above his head, the hate in his eyes . . .

				‘Yes?’ Clemency prodded. Rosa took a breath, picking her way carefully between the truth and the omissions.

				‘He didn’t remember me. I took his memories when he went away, and he no longer knew who I was. So I returned alone and confronted Sebastian – to try to make him lift the spells.’

				‘It didn’t work,’ Clemency said, in confirmation rather than question.

				‘No. And he shut me in the warehouse and set fire to it – I suppose to hide what he’d done, and perhaps because in that instant he realized that he had lost me, and he could not bear for that to happen.’

				‘He locked you in?’ Clemency’s normally rosy face was pale, and her wide blue eyes were even wider than usual. ‘He left you to die?’

				Rosa nodded.

				‘Yes, but Luke must have remembered something, because he came after me in the end, and helped me escape. But now, Clemmie, you must help us. We have to leave London, before Sebastian finds us.’

				‘Oh God, Rosa.’ Clemency stood and began pacing the Turkey rug back and forth, back and forth. ‘What can I do? I really think – surely your mother—’

				‘Mama?’ Rosa knew the bitterness in her voice was unpleasant, but she couldn’t hide it. ‘Ha. She’s so afraid of losing Sebastian’s money – she’d sell me to him in an instant. She’d sell herself even, I think.’

				‘But, darling, think!’ Clemency’s plump comfortable face was contorted with distress. ‘Think what you’re saying . . . You’re proposing – what? To run away with – with this stable-hand? You’ll be ruined! And how will you live? Go home, please, darling.’

				‘Clemmie, listen to me. Sebastian Knyvet tried to kill me. Do you understand what I’m saying? I think he is mad. I saw it before, but never so clearly until that night in the factory. I cannot go home – even if Mama and Alexis believed me, Sebastian would know I was there. I must get away before he finds me – before he kills us both.’ Or worse, she added silently in her head. To be married to Sebastian, that could be a living death in itself.

				‘But . . .’ Clemency wound her fingers in her handkerchief until they were bloodless, and then released them. ‘But Philip has the carriage. What can I do?’

				‘I can manage horses. We just need money, Clemmie. Only a little!’ she added pleadingly, as she saw Clemency about to protest that she had none, that it was all Philip’s. ‘Please! Whatever you have in the house – enough for a meal and a bed – I have nothing, Clemmie. I haven’t eaten since . . .’ She suddenly realized that she could not remember when. Yesterday, certainly, and she’d had no dinner. Had she had tea? Lunch, even? ‘Please, Clemmie,’ she said again, swallowing against the lump of helpless rage in her throat. ‘Please.’

				Clemency bit her lip again, and then seemed to decide.

				‘You can have whatever I have in the house. Let me go to my room and see what I have in my change purse – Philip may have left some notes in his dressing room. But oh God – Rosa – why did you give the maid your real name? What if Sebastian comes here?’

				Rosa shut her eyes, suddenly realizing the truth of what Clemency said. Even if Clemency denied her visit, the maid would not. Did she dare risk a spell to wipe the girl’s memory? But Clemency’s servants were not outwith; the maid would know what she was attempting, would fight.

				‘You must tell me that you cannot help, in front of the servants,’ she said slowly. ‘We must have a fight.’

				‘Yes . . . yes, that might work. Let me get the money and then . . . then we’ll decide what to do.’

				She left the room and Rosa sank back in the armchair, her hands over her face, trying to push away the sense that her world was collapsing around her. Yesterday had held the promise of all this – a house off Piccadilly, servants, tea-trays, comfort, wealth. Today? She had nothing, except a spoilt dress and her magic.

				And Luke, something whispered at the back of her mind. You have Luke. But it was not true. He was not hers. He was not her servant, nor her lover. They were just – what? Friends? But that one simple word did not describe what lay between them – the complicated web of hurt and gratitude and betrayal, and beneath all that, a great gulf of class and magic. Luke had tried to kill her, and he had saved her life. He was an outwith, and yet he could see her kind as no other outwith could, as no witch could, even. All these impossibly contradictory truths bound up in one being.

				Friend was too small and too simple a word for what Luke was.

				He was something else. Something bigger, more complicated and, perhaps, more dangerous . . .

				‘Rosa.’

				Her head shot up. Clemency was standing in the doorway. She came inside and closed the door with her elbow. Her hands were full of something.

				‘Darling, I found this . . .’ She poured a shower of silvers, coppers and a single gold piece into Rosa’s cupped hands. ‘It’s not a great deal, I’m afraid – not quite a pound. But Philip had these in his dressing room.’ From her sleeve she unfolded two pound notes, thick white sheets the size of Rosa’s pocket handkerchief. Rosa bit her lip. Those notes would keep them for a week, perhaps a month if they were careful. She realized she had no idea what board and lodging cost – but surely not more than a few shillings a night? Her hand stole up to her throat, to where the locket had always hung, comforting – but it closed only on air.

				‘Won’t he notice?’

				‘He might,’ Clemency said. ‘I truly don’t know. He’s not very careful with his belongings, but two pound notes . . . There was a five-pound note too but I didn’t dare to take it. He would certainly remember that.’

				‘I think I should only take one.’ Rosa made up her mind. ‘Fold it back as if there were two – he’ll think that he misremembered.’

				‘Very well.’ Clemency handed Rosa one note and slipped the other back into her sleeve and then, as Rosa stood, she cried, ‘But wait – you’re not going? Won’t you have something to eat at least?’

				‘I can’t.’ Rosa picked up the shawl from where it lay on Clemency’s canary silk armchair and wrapped it around her head and throat. She gave one longing look at the warmth of the fire, but Luke was outside, without any fire in the December cold. ‘I must go, before Philip gets back. Now, remember – you must throw me out.’

				‘But where will you go?’

				‘I’m not sure – but even if I was, I couldn’t tell you. I’m sorry, Clemmie.’

				‘Don’t you trust me?’

				‘Of course I do.’ Rosa put one hand against Clemency’s cheek, feeling its smooth warmth, and as Clemency closed her eyes a single tear traced down over Rosa’s fingers. ‘I wouldn’t be here otherwise. But I don’t want to make this more difficult for you than it is already. Now, come – throw me out.’ She took a breath. ‘Please, Clemmie!’ she shouted. ‘How could you be so heartless?’

				Clemency gave her a last despairing look and squeezed her hand until the ruby bit into Rosa’s flesh. Then she took a breath herself.

				‘I said, get out! How dare you come here with these absurd tales.’

				‘I thought you were my friend.’ Rosa found her voice was shaking, and there were real tears in her eyes. Clemency’s grip on her hand was painfully hard, the stone of the ring biting into her skin until it felt like it would bleed.

				‘Go home!’ Clemency cried. Her voice cracked despairingly. ‘Go home and let us forget this whole painful episode, Rosa!’

				There was a knock at the door and Clemency dropped Rosa’s hand.

				‘Come in,’ she said, with a voice that was convincingly shaken and upset. Millie’s frightened face appeared around the gap.

				‘Mr Wilkins asks if everything’s quite all right, ma’am?’

				‘Quite all right, thank you, Millie. Miss Greenwood was just leaving.’ She turned a stony, expressionless face towards Rosa. ‘Please show her out.’

				‘Clemency,’ Rosa said. It was all she could say. She had not thanked Clemency for this terrible, daring thing she had done – this act of friendship in defiance of her husband and their kind. And now she could never thank her – not in front of the maid. She could only repeat, hopelessly, ‘Clemency’ and hope that her voice and her eyes said everything she could not.

				‘This way, miss,’ said the maid firmly. There was a hint of triumph in her voice, and Rosa realized that she was pleased, in some odd way, that her initial suspicions had been justified. ‘Or should I ask the footmen to show you out?’

				‘No,’ Rosa said. She made her voice bitter, and she stood and walked to the door, her back very straight, her right hand folded tight around the coins and the note Clemency had pressed into her fist. ‘No, I’m going. You don’t need to get the hired thugs to throw me out. Goodbye, Clemency. My friend.’

				Goodbye . . .
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